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CHAPTER ONE

Toasty Toffees

“Shoo!” Lily Hart chased two wild geese away from her mum’s cabbage plants. Her best friend, Jess Forester, helped guide the greedy birds to the Harts’ new pond.

Nearby was the Helping Paw Wildlife Hospital, which Lily’s parents ran in a barn in their garden. The poorly animals were inside, but those who were getting better were in pens outside enjoying fresh air. Winter sunlight shone through bare trees, making spiky shadows on the grass. Mrs Hart was putting out bowls of juicy lettuce and crunchy carrots for bunnies, guinea pigs and tortoises to enjoy.
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“Offer the geese this,” she said, handing the girls some spinach and lettuce “That will keep them off my veggies. It’s turning colder, so they’ll soon fly off to somewhere warmer.”

“Will they go together?” asked Jess.

Mrs Hart nodded. “A pair of geese are partners for life,” she said, as she wandered away to feed some baby badgers.

“Like being married!” Lily whispered.

The girls shared a smile as they watched the geese eagerly tucking into the leaves.

“We’ll soon be going to a real wedding in Friendship Forest,” Jess said excitedly.

Lily slipped a white card from her pocket. It was leaf-shaped, and decorated with frosted silver bells. It read,

“You are invited to

the winter wedding of

Mr Cleverfeather to Miss Sweetbeak

in Silver Glade, Friendship Forest

and to a celebration at the

Toadstool Café.

Lily laughed. “Whoever thought we’d see two owls get married!”

Friendship Forest was a secret magical world, where the animals lived in little cottages and dens. And they could all talk! The girls’ friend Goldie the cat often came to take them to the forest, where they’d had amazing adventures. One morning, they had each found a wedding invitation tucked inside their welly boots. They knew that Goldie must have delivered them.
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“I’m looking forward to meeting Miss Sweetbeak,” Jess began, when something caught her eye. She looked closely at the reflections in the pond. Between her and Lily was a third reflection. A cat!

“Goldie!” she cried and turned to see a cat with golden fur and eyes as green as Mrs Hart’s lettuce.

Lily clutched Jess’s hand in excitement. “Does this mean it’s time for the wedding?”

Instantly, Goldie ran down the garden, across the stepping stones in Brightley Stream and into Brightley Meadow.

The girls raced after her as she headed for an old, dead-looking tree.

As Goldie drew near, the tree burst into life. Glossy, deep green leaves sprang from its branches and red-breasted robins hopped from twig to twig, feasting on scarlet berries. Squirrels scampered up and down the trunk, gathering nuts for their winter store.

When Lily and Jess reached Goldie she touched a paw to the tree. They read aloud two words written in the bark.

“Friend … ship … For … est!”

A door appeared in the trunk. Jess turned its leaf-shaped handle and opened it.

The girls followed Goldie inside, stepping into golden light. Instantly, they felt the tingle that meant they were shrinking, just a little.

When the shimmering light faded, Jess and Lily found themselves among the trees of Friendship Forest. Big, soft snowflakes drifted around them.

“It’s snowing!” Lily cried in delight. “That means the Winter Wonders are back!”

The magical Winter Wonders were a sugarplum, a snowflake and a silver-tipped snowdrop. They brought a beautiful glittering winter to Friendship Forest.

“Isn’t it lovely?” said a soft voice.
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The girls turned to see Goldie, standing upright, with her glittery scarf around her shoulders.

“Hello!” they cried, running to hug her.

“I hope we’re here for the wedding,” said Jess, “and not because horrid Grizelda’s causing problems.”

The witch Grizelda was desperate to drive the animals out of Friendship Forest, so she could have it for herself. So far, Goldie and the girls had managed to stop her wicked plans, but they knew she’d never give up.

“Grizelda hasn’t been around, which is good news.” Goldie grinned. “The other good news is that the wedding’s tomorrow, but today someone’s come to meet you!”

A tiny white puppy wearing a red hat trimmed with fluffy white swansdown bounced towards them. She pulled a little red sledge decorated with tinkling silver bells.

“Meet Holly Santapaws!” said Goldie.

“Happy Christmas Eve, Jess and Lily!” cried Holly. Her dark eyes sparkled.
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“Christmas Eve?” Lily asked, scooping her up for a hug.

Holly nodded. “Of course!” said Jess, tickling the puppy’s ears. “Time is different in Friendship Forest.”

“If today is Christmas Eve, and tomorrow is Mr Cleverfeather’s wedding …” said Lily, “that means Mr Cleverfeather’s getting married on Christmas Day!”

“Wow!” said Jess. “That’s so exciting!”

“I’m going to the wedding too!” the puppy said. “I’m Mr Cleverfeather’s apprentice. When I grow up, I’m going to be an inventor, just like him!” She jumped down and fetched a jar from her sledge.

“Have a sweet,” she said, opening the jar. “They’re Toasty Toffees. When you eat them, they keep you toasty warm. I invented them!”
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“Ooh, lovely,” said Lily. “It’s chilly today.” She reached into the jar. “Oh!”

“What’s wrong?” Holly asked.

“I think maybe the sweets are too warm,” said Lily. “They’ve melted together!”

The puppy looked so sad about the sweets that Lily quickly added, “I bet they’re delicious though.”

 “Another of my inventions has gone wrong,” said Holly, her tail drooping.

Jess hugged her. “I bet you have other great inventions, though.”

Goldie smiled. “I know what will cheer Holly up,” she said. “Miss Sweetbeak wants the three of you to visit the boutique where she makes beautiful clothes.”

Jess and Lily glanced at each other, thrilled.

“We’re going to meet the bride!” said Lily. “But why does she want to see us?”

Goldie smiled. “Let’s find out!”
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CHAPTER TWO

Ice Creatures

Friendship Forest looked so different as the friends walked along. It sounded different too, with Christmas bells tinkling among the branches.
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